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Colombian President Alvaro Uribe Velez has signed a decree authorizing new security measures
that suspend some constitutional guarantees. The government defends the new policies as
necessary to fight terrorism, but human rights groups, the political opposition, and the UN Office of
the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) have all expressed serious concerns about the
risk for abuse under the measures.
On Aug. 12, just five days into his presidency, Uribe declared a 90-day "state of internal unrest." The
measure was in response to a rebel mortar attack that killed 21 people in the heart of Bogota during
Uribe's inauguration (see NotiSur, 2002-08-30). On Aug. 27, Interior and Justice Minister Fernando
Londono suggested in a speech to Congress that some of the emergency powers might need to be
made permanent. Using powers provided under the state of unrest, Uribe signed a decree on Sept.
10 that allows detentions without warrants.
A detainee must be brought before a prosecutor within 24 hours, and prosecutors will then have
an additional 36 hours to charge the suspect with a crime. Judicial authorities still have to authorize
searches, but security forces do not have to present the warrants when conducting raids. Authorities
can also tap communications lines with a judicial order to seek criminal evidence or to prevent
a crime. Foreigners in Colombia must appear before the authorities when ordered to or face
expulsion.
The strongest provision allows the president to create "zones of rehabilitation and consolidation,"
under military control, where even stricter measures will be in effect. The zones are defined
as "geographic areas affected by actions of criminal groups where the government can apply
exceptional measures to guarantee the protection of the civilian population and the institutional
stability." Residents in the zones will have to report their address and their gun ownership or
possession of telecommunications equipment to authorities. Anyone not complying could be
detained and held for 36 hours.
The president will appoint a military commander to control all public security functions who will be
authorized to verify where residents and visitors live and what they do for a living. The Colombian
daily El Tiempo reported on Sept. 15 that portions of 14 of the country's 32 departments will be
designated rehabilitation zones. They include Caqueta and Putumayo (which border Ecuador and
Peru), as well as Antioquia, Choco (bordering Panama), Guainia (bordering Brazil), Cesar and Norte
de Santander (bordering Venezuela).

Government justifies restrictions
"We've been slow in taking measures like this," said Defense Minister Martha Lucia Ramirez. "In
many cases, the security forces have had evidence of the presence of terrorist groups...but have had
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to deal with a restrictive legal framework that kept them from reacting quickly." But critics say the
government has overstepped its authority, and they warn that the measures could be the start of an
authoritarian regime where civilians will be targeted for arbitrary arrests and searches. Sen. Carlos
Gaviria of the Frente Social y Politico questioned the justification for the restrictions. "They talk
about defending democracy by ending democracy...defending the state of law by ending the state
of law. Legal guarantees belong to all humanity." said Gaviria in a Senate debate on constitutional
affairs. Some critics point to abuses under similar measures in other Latin American countries, such
as Peru and Guatemala.
In April 1992, then President Alberto Fujimori (1990-2000) abolished the Peruvian Congress and the
Constitution. Though that has not happened in Colombia, Eduardo Gamarra of the Latin American
and Caribbean Center at Florida International University says Uribe is modeling his fight against
the guerrillas on Peru's example. "One might...argue that Uribe is borrowing many, many pages
from Fujimori's battle against Sendero Luminoso," Gamarra said. Based on the US strategy of
arming peasants in Vietnam, Fujimori used "rondas campesinas," similar to the rural defense forces
announced in Colombia, he said. "It worked for Fujimori, but there was a cost," Gamarra said,
pointing to weakened democratic institutions and violations of human rights. "In Colombia, you
really are talking about arming a society that...has many risks. And the most important risk is once
you arm a population like this it's hard to take those arms away."

Human rights concerns
"We are concerned about the use of these kinds of decrees to restrict civil liberties without adequate
oversight into how these new powers will be used," said Robin Kirk of Human Rights Watch (HRW).
Kirk expressed particular concern about the Colombian military, which, she said, has not succeeded
in breaking its links to paramilitary groups. But the head of the Colombian armed forces, Gen. Jorge
Enrique Mora, on Sept. 7 directed his criticism at the international human rights organizations. "The
concern of the international community should be for what happens to Colombians, the kidnapping
of Colombians, the assassination of Colombians, the destruction of the economic infrastructure of
the country, that is where they should focus their greatest concern," said Mora.
Among international organizations critical of the new measures is the OHCHR. The UN agency sent
a letter to the Colombian government expressing its disagreement with the creation of a network
of informants and with the recruitment of campesino soldiers, since those policies "could be
incompatible with the international norm for human rights." Colombia quickly adopts "terrorism"
vocabulary Colombia, like many countries around the globe, has capitalized on the US "war on
terrorism," quickly adopting the language to equate its struggle with the global offensive of the US,
which is an enthusiastic supporter of the Uribe administration.
On Sept. 11, US Ambassador Anne Patterson said the US supports the measures announced
by Uribe. She said the mortar attacks on the day Uribe took office demonstrated the urgency of
confronting the violence with strong measures. Marco Romero, a political analyst from Colombia's
Universidad Nacional, said that, after Sept. 11, much of the global community gave "a blank check to
President [George W.] Bush for restricting the civil, political, and cultural guarantees of the US."
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In Colombia, "those who support restrictions of democratic protections began to use the antiterrorism discourse, though without an objective definition of what terrorism is," he said to Inter
Press Service. But, Romero said, a year after the attacks, doubt is emerging about "the pretense of
setting up an inquisition to combat terrorism."
Comision Colombiana de Juristas (CCJ) director Gustavo Gallon said security forces that have been
unable to find and arrest thousands of Colombians for whom they already have warrants are now
asked to arrest people with no warrants. "Paradoxically, in seeking to create more security for the
population, they are creating more insecurity," he said.

Uribe takes his case to UN
In his first speech to the UN General Assembly on Sept. 12, Uribe called the Colombia crisis a
potential risk to democratic stability in the region, and he said, "We require the world's assistance
to resolve it." Uribe said his crackdown is necessary despite criticism from human rights groups
and political opponents. "The security policy that we are implementing is not to silence critics but to
confront violence," he said.
Last year the Corte Constitucional de Colombia annulled a law passed during the administration of
former President Andres Pastrana, which was aimed at creating a theater of military operations in
the zones under guerrilla influence and giving the military power to usurp local civilian authority.
The court will also have the final say on the new measures. "I imagine the court will do the same
with this, but it could take months for a ruling," said Jason Hagen of the Washington Office on Latin
America (WOLA). "Until then, the government has free rein to do as it pleases."

-- End --
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